RENDEZVOUS IN HELL

For a while there was silence between them, as Simon sat with
his four fingers extended on his knee. The usual owl hooted in the
garden.

At that moment Marie-Ange hated Simon; she hated him above all
because she could not assert that even one of the adventures to which
she had admitted was a real love.

And she did not say the one thing that could have modified or
lessened Simon's disillusion,, which was that she had had with him
what she had never experienced before.

"I expect you despise me very much," she said.

"I have neither reason nor right to," Simon said. "If I despised you
for having slept with those men, I should have to despise you also for
having slept with me."

This was indisputable logic., but purely intellectual, and Simon did
not really believe it.

"There's no doubt," said Marie-Ange, "that according to my
mother's or my grandmother's morality I'm a very bad girl But com-
pared to some people of my generation, people I know well, I'm only
very moderately dissolute."

" Of course everything is relative, and everyone lives as best he can/'
Simon said.

And putting off more precise questions to some other occasion,
doubtful even if there would be an "other occasion/' he added: "Good-
night, Marie-Ange, you've given me a good lesson. It'll teach me to go
on being naive at nearly fifty. In any case I can but admire your frank-
ness."

Marie-Ange realized that her inquisitor was suffering. When she had
gone up to her room and undressed, she waited for him for a long time.
When she was certain that he would not come that night, she gave way
at last to the tears she had restrained ever since the beginning of the
conversation.

"I ought to have lied, I ought to have kept silent. Simon is so
kind to me. I feel about Simon as I have never felt about anyone else
and I've hurt him because of all that. I didn't realize that one's actions
could one day hurt someone whom one did not know when one com-
mitted them. And that one would want to efface them and be unable
to do so."

She felt like going downstairs, going to him and telling him this, her
forehead against his knees. And then saying: "I loved none of them. I
had no pleasure with any of them, and you are the first..."

And she suddenly thought that this man for whom she was crying
had been the lover of dozens of women of whom some were famous,
some notorious; that she had seen him choosing a dress for his mistress;
that he told her nothing of his own life; and that there was still a box
of powder in her room. Her tears ceased at once and, sitting